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now he had to face a new kind of competition. During the first
twenty years after the repeal of the Corn Laws little foreign
corn had entered the country. There were wide open spaces
in the world where vast quantities could be grown ; but as yet
these regions were quite undeveloped, and they remained so
until railways brought them into contact with the seaports
where the wheat could be shipped. And railway construction
over thousands of miles of uninhabited country takes time.
In 1860 the United States had only 30,000 miles of railway,
but by 1890 this had been increased fivefold. In Canada during
the early 'eighties the Canadian Pacific Railway joined up the
wheatlands of Manitoba, Alberta, and Saskatchewan with the
two oceans. Supplies from those sources began to pour into
Britain, for American and Canadian farmers had advantages
which more than counterbalanced the cost of transport: their
land was cheap, and they could use machinery on a vast scale ;
and it was virgin soil which required no manure and no fallow
periods to enable it to bear crops year after year.
And if the unfortunate English farmer turned to dairy
produce or live stock, he was faced with competition from
another source. For refrigeration now made it possible to
send cheese and butter from New Zealand, beef from Argentina,
mutton from Australia, at prices with which he could not
possibly compete. Soon the same process was applied to fruit;
and the invention of a really air-tight tin container about 1870
opened up yet another means of importing preserved food-stuffs.
Of course, these changes were not all injurious from the
point of view of the British working-class : it gave them cheaper
and more varied foods than they had ever enjoyed before. Ajid
it greatly stimulated British shipping. Two inventions soon
after the middle of the century greatly increased the carrying
power of steamships. The compound engine economised the
use of coal, by doubling the power it developed ; while the
surface condenser reduced to a fifth the quantity of fresh water
that ships had to carry. Thus much more space was now
available for cargo.